168  THE FOURTEENTH AND FIFTEENTH CENTURIES

of leprosy was prevalent in the eleventh and twelfth centuries,
began to lessen in the thirteenth and practically died out in the
fourteenth At one time there were over 200 leper hospitals.
In early times lepers were not regarded as infectious, but later
they were rigidly excluded from all social intercourse, even
from the parish churches. There were other hospitals for the
sick besides lepers, and most monasteries received and tended
a few cases.

(ii) Hospitals for wayfarers were common in the twelfth and
thirteenth centuries. These were mainly for the use of pilgrims.
They declined in the fourteenth and fifteenth as pilgrimages
became less fashionable, but there were always shelters for
travellers in the north and at sea-ports.

(iii) Homes for the feeble and destitute also existed.

All of these hospitals were semi-religious communities, and
were organized on the lines of a monastery. They were usually
governed by wardens and the inmates were expected to lead
the life of those devoted to religion as far as they were able.
They were maintained by endowment, by legacies and gifts,
often of lands and rents. Sometimes they received grants of
fairs, as in the cases of St. Bartholomew's Fair and of the May
Fair of St. James's Leper House. But all except the richest
were dependent partly on casual charity. Even in early times some
were controlled by the municipalities, and during the fifteenth
century this method of control increased. Many were connected
with the religious and craft gilds. They, however, decayed
rapidly, sometimes owing to neglect on the part of the monasteries
to which they were attached, but more often to bad administra-
tion by the wardens, who began to regard them as sinecures and
mere sources of income.

Thus the main prop of the poor, the sick, and the destitute was
undoubtedly the Church, but in the fifteenth century we find
cases of the towns assuming charge of their own poor and making
provision for them. We shall see later how the State eventually
had to assume control.

Parish Finance. The parish was more than a mere ecclesiastical